
Secrets of the Rhodope 
Walks, birds & jackals 

 

 

 
Day 1: Arrival in Thessaloniki 
Overnight on the outskirts of Thessaloniki  
  

Days 2 & 3: Nestos Riverine Forest 
Greece’s largest riverine forest 
Historic city of Xanthi 

Two nights outside Xanthi 

 

Days 4 - 6: The Rhodope Mountains  
Explore Haidou forest 
Ancient Macedon tomb, Pomak and Sarakatsani 
Three nights in log cabins in old forest village  
 

Days 7: Phillipi, Deltas and Thessaloniki 
Ancient Phillipi and the Via Egnatia 
Axios National Park 
Castle and Upper Town of Thessaloniki 
One night in central Thessaloniki 
 

Day 8: – Morning in Thessaloniki 
Morning stroll 
Archaeological museum and lunch 
 

See ADD-ONS at the end of this document for ideas 

 

 

 

 

  

Dates: 
26 Sep – 03 Oct 2020 
31 Oct – 07 Nov 2020 
Same weeks in 2021 
 

Group: 
4 – 6 
 

Cost: 
£1,545 (land only) + £50 sgl. sup. 
 
Walking pace: 
Relaxed pace but some hilly terrain and 
3-4 miles on some days. 
 

Theme: 
Walks around natural & 
cultural hotspots, led by Yiorgos, a 
mammal expert and birdwatcher, and 
Chris Mounsey of Balkan Tracks for the 
history. 



100s of bears & 1000s of jackal roam Balkan forests and rivers.  
 
Inhabit their home for a week, treading quietly through the forest in the mornings and late afternoons. 
Learn about their habitats, diets and how to recognise their tracks and signs from a local and expert 
birder, mountain guide and photographer.  
 
You'll also dine with the loggers, hunters and shepherds who live in the mountains and encounter the 
mammals.  
 
And we hope to run into capercaillie, black woodpecker and hazel grouse in what is some of Europe's 
finest forest.  

 

IMPORTANT:  
 
1. This isn't a mammal photography trip and we don't use hides or give a percentage chance of seeing 
the large carnivores.  
 
2. As with all our tours, it's for lovers of walks, history and landscapes, with a lot of fine birds around 
and a fair chance of seeing jackal. But hazel grouse and capercaillie require luck. The chance of seeing 
a bear on a walk in a group is very slim, even from distance. 
 
3. Most days involve early morning visits to meadows and into forests when nature is at its best. 
 
4. We wouldn't call it a hiking trip either. It's an ecology tour, where visitors learn about the forest 
ecosystem - the beautiful nature and the human pressures exerted on them. Each day does involve 
walking, between 2 and 4 miles, but split over the day - not all in one go. The walking is never technical 
(you won't use your hands) and whilst we take it at a very easy pace - we try to keep quiet and often 
stop to examine some insect or fire salamander - you will need to be in good health to comfortably 
walk for six days. 

 

 

Please note that the itinerary below is an accurate guide for each day. As with all such tours the 
weather can mean some activities have to be moved around. We also try to meet as many local people 
as possible, but some have their own farms and working lives, and can occasionally need to re-arrange 
or cancel at the last minute. Still, if anything needs to change, it will be done to keep a balance of the 
nature-culture-conservation essence of the tour. 

 

 

Day One: Saturday 

Arrive in Thessaloniki 
Visitors are asked to arrange their flights to Thessaloniki, Greece, where we'll meet you at the airport 
(see Flexibility in the FAQ document, for those who wish to fly to another airport). 

 
People will get in at different times, so the tour starts at 19:00 in the lobby of Hotel Pefka, where we'll 
all meet before dinner at 19:30. The hotel is in the suburb of Panorama, high above the city. It is quiet 
and next to a park with nightjar. The restaurant terrace also has superb views over the city and the 
bay. 
 



For those coming in early, we can also recommend things to do and see in Thessaloniki, and you could 
get a taxi back to the hotel in the late afternoon – more info on this can be found in the FAQs. 

 
Many previous visitors have chosen to arrive early or stay for a day or two after in Thessaloniki. We'd 
certainly recommend this as it's a walkable and interesting city. We can suggest where to go, eat and 
drink, and visitors should definitely get a copy of Mark Mazower's 'Salonica, City of Ghosts'. 
 
Thessaloniki is served daily by a variety of direct flights from a variety of airports. As is often the case, 
cheaper flights from the UK tend to arrive and depart early in the morning or late at night. If you are 
thinking to arrive in Athens, Ohrid, Tirana, Skopje or Sofia, do get in touch to talk about options for 
arriving in Thessaloniki by place, train or coach. 
 
For those wishing to travel without flying, here is how to arrive in Thessaloniki by train through the 
Balkans, or train and ferry via Italy – https://www.seat61.com/Greece.htm - Salonika 

 
 
 

Day Two: Sunday 

Nestos Riverine Forest 

Walking: all flat today - 2.5mile + 1 mile (4km + 1,5km) 

  
We'll have breakfast at 07:30 this morning. Some other mornings will be earlier, but on any mornings 
our guides are happy to go out before breakfast with you. 
 
By 09:00 we'll be on the road to the Nestos river. It's about 2 hours so we'll stop midway for 15 
minutes. Arriving for a mid-morning walk (no more than 2 and a bit mile, completely flat) in Greece's 
largest riverine forest, home to six species of woodpecker. 
 
As with most days, a packed lunch today, so that we can maximise time outside. 
 
We'll have an hour or so rest at the hotel, before a short evening's walk near the hotel of just a mile.  
 
Dinner will be in Toxotes. 
 
Our hotel is usually in the small town of Toxotes, near the entrance to the Nestos gorge. Often we use 
Filoxenia, or occasionally the self-catered apartments of Nefeles. We often take breakfast with us so 
that we can get out early. 

  

 

Day Three: 

Monday 

Nestos Delta 

Walking: 5 miles (pancake flat) + 1 mile (gentle ups & downs) / (8km + 1,6km) 
  
Up early and take breakfast with us for an attempt to see jackal in and around the Nestos Delta. 
We'll check a trail camera for jackal, which is in the middle of a 5-mile circuit to the delta and back. 
 

https://www.seat61.com/Greece.htm#Salonika


Continue to explore the Nestos Riverine Forest, with the option of moving east to the 'Porto Lagos' 
lagoon area. 
 
We'll return to the hotel for lunch and an hour's rest before an afternoon walk above the Nestos gorge.  
 
We'll take snacks with us, ready for sunset around 19:00. Remember your head torches, although 
spare batteries could be bought in Greece, to save weight for the flight. The walk won't be far at all; 
just enough to keep warm and get to a vantage point. Windbreakers and warm layers in the ruc-sacs 
essential. 
 
Light dinner at the hotel 

  

 

Day Four: Tuesday 

The Inner Gorge, Tomb & into Rhodope 

Walking: 1.5-2 miles (flat) + 2 miles (gentle ups & downs) / (1,5km + 3,25km) 

  
OPTIONAL: early morning walk or have a little lie-in.  
 
Drive to an ancient Macedonian tomb, the "largest, best preserved and most impressive Macedonian 
tomb in Thrace. It is located south of Stavroupoli not far from the road that leads to Komnina. Based 
on its architectural shape and the findings discovered in its interior it dates back to the first half of 4th 
century B.C. It is probably historically connected to a settlement located 500m south in Mitikas 
Komninos location and which had a long history starting from the early Iron Era (9th – 8th centuries 
B.C.) up to the Byzantine period. 
 
Lunch in the picturesque village of Stavroupoli. 
 
Drive up to the Forestry Village of Haidou and relax 
 
Evening walk close to the village. Now we’re in the Rhodope proper, sometimes on forest roads, 
sometimes on old paths. These trails can be a bit steep in parts, but never for long. We'll be walking 
very slow at all times, learning to avoid twigs.  
 
CABIN IN FORESTRY VILLAGE for three nights. 
 
NOTE: the cabins were originally built for loggers working the forests and were never ritzy. They are 
now managed by our host, Thanasis, a retired army telecoms engineer, who keeps them clean, warm 
and in good shape. Each cabin has a living room/kitchen area, bathroom with shower and hot water, 
and two bedrooms, each with two single beds. Thanasis is a great cook and full of stories from his 
career spent on the border during the Cold War. The cabins are of course chosen for their location, 
not the luxury, but they come with sheets and towels. You may want to bring your own shampoo and 
conditioners though. Wi-fi is available in the office area only, but your UK mobile phones can connect 
to the Greek mobile provider, Cosmote, and so you can use any data provided by your UK operator. 

  

 

Day Five and Six: Wednesday and Thursday 

Haidou 

Walking: Various options (ups and downs a-plenty) 



  
Yiorgos works a lot in these woods, setting trail cameras for mammal projects. So he will decide on 
the day, looking at the weather and how the group is feeling.  
 
Walks here are predominantly on small forest roads, so it's not excruciatingly steep for muscles and 
joints. I am writing this as a fairly fit man in his mid-thirties who enjoys walking, but not climbing and 
scrambling. Still, do have a chat with us before booking if you've any concerns about the difficulty. 
Again, we'll be going quiet and slow to minimise noise, and stopping for countless photographs. 
 
Ecologically, the forest here is some of the most interesting in Greece. 
 
Lunches will be packed along the way. One of which is usually at an old Sarakatsani camp, hopefully 
with a descendent of these nomadic shepherds to tell us a bit about their lives. 
 
After arriving back at the cabins, we'll rest up before a drive to somewhere before dusk. 
 
Dinner will hopefully be with some local loggers who are Pomak, a Muslim minority in what are now 
Greece and Bulgaria. They spend most of their time from May to November in the forests, going back 
home once a week or so. We'll gain a small insight into their lives and talk a bit about the effects of 
the fall of the Ottoman Empire & the region's Cold War history. 

  

 

Day Seven: Friday 
Philippi, Deltas & Thessaloniki 
 
It's a 4-hour drive from the forest to the Axios Delta National Park, so we'll have a comfort stop with 
a difference - at ancient Philippoi [Wikipedia link] 
 
Then to a Axios, just outside Thessaloniki, and a great place for sea birds and waders.  
 
We'll pay a short visit to a wildlife rescue centre too, run 24/7 by volunteers. 
 
Then a relaxing evening in the Upper Town and castle district of Thessaloniki. A fascinating city, best 
described in Mark Mazower’s ‘Salonica, City of Ghosts’. 

  

 

Day Eight: Saturday 
Thessaloniki 
 
Depending on people's flights out, we can have coffee and a stroll. From the Upper Town it's not far 
at all to the Roman Agora, Rotonda and Arch of Galerius. 
 
Guests could also take a flight out late on Day Seven, if needs be. But we'd recommend you stay to 
enjoy Thessaloniki with us. 
 
Previous guests have also asked our advice on staying a few days extra, to really see Thessaloniki and 
its UNESCO heritage sites, or combine this with trips to Meteora, Phillip II's tomb in Vergina, ancient 
Amphipoli or to Athens. 
 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Philippi


ADD-ON extras 
Not a problem, and we'd be pleased to advise you on this too.  More details can be found in the 
Frequently Asked Questions section on the main site, but we’d wholeheartedly recommend a night or 
two in Thessaloniki.  
 
As a major port city, Thessaloniki - or Salonika - has been at the heart of the region for centuries. 
Founded in 315 BC by Cassander of Macedon, it became the second largest and wealthiest city of the 
Byzantine Empire after Constantinople (modern-day Istanbul). Conquered by the Ottomans in 1430, 
it then passed to modern Greece on 8 November 1912.  
 
Remains from throughout history survive today amongst the modern buildings and this small city has 
13 UNESCO heritage sites within a short walk of each other, including the Roman market and forum, 
tiny churches, cathedrals, monasteries and the castle atop the Old Town. Rambling cobbled streets 
with tiny shops and taverns. Mosques and Hamman dotted around the city. An incredible 
archaeological museum, together with fine photographic, Byzantine and Jewish history museums – 
indeed, on the eve of WWII, Thessaloniki had Europe’s largest Jewish population. One mustn’t forget 
Mediterranean café culture at its best along the coastal road and throughout the city. It’s simply a 
superbly relaxed yet little known and visited gem of a town.  
 
Don't forget Mark Mazower's book, Salonica, City of Ghosts: Christians, Muslims and Jews, which is 
essential reading for those considering a stop here.  
 
For Thessaloniki, as well as Athens, trips to Kerkini, Metora, Dodoni, Delphi, Phillipi, Mt Olympus or 
even add-ons to nearby Bulgaria, do feel free to chat with Chris about trains, planes, hotels and maps 
on 0044 7506 381 757 or info@balkantracks.com 
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